




Nothin' 
(Continued from Page 1) 

While my tour in Vietnam 
changed my view of the world and 
changed my very being, it also 
changed the direction of my life. 

In 1975, I attended my 10th high 
school reunion. I had left my home
town shortly after the war, and I was 
out of touch with almost all of my 
classmates. 

MyoId schoolmates were flabber
gasted. They found a man who had 
changed so profoundly that when it 
came time to hand out the silly 
reunion awards, they handed me a 
mirror. 

While the war brought out a 
da,:rker side of my personality -
marked by much anger, an absence 
of religious faith and a profound 
sense ofloss - I had also gained 
something. I realized that, as 
Vietnam had changed me, so too 

I 

could I change myself 
I went to college, thanks to the GI 

bill that came as a result of my two 
years in the Army, and became, of all 
things, a writer and editor for a 
newspaper. 

I was also far luckier than many 
other veterans. So many guys 
received "Dear John" letters from 
their girl friends "back in the world." 
When they got the bad news, the sol
diers would be devastated. Some 
guys went berserk. 

But my girl, my high school sweet
heart, was there, waiting for me 
when I came home. 

We eventually married and have 
three wonderful, grown sons. A few 
months ago. my wife, Kathleen, and I 
celebrated our 30th wedding 
anniversary. She has been my rock. 

You want war stories? Mrs. Jensen 
could tell you a few. 
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The enemy came in the night, first 
with mortars and rockets, then with 
a ground attack against the small 
American fire base located in the 
middle of nowhere in Quang Tn 
Province, in the north of what was 
then called South Vietnam. 

It was the .50-caliber machine 
guns, mounted atop armored person
nel carriers that did a lot of the dam
age that night. Some of the enemy 
soldiers were felled by automatic 
weapons fire, others from Claymore 
mines and grenades. 

But the big machine guns really 
chopped the enemy up as they tried 
to come through the perimeter. 

The next morning, a small group 
of American paratroopers had the 
onerous task of collecting the bodies 
ofthe Viet Cong who tried to kill us 
the night before. Then, a big bull-
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dozer came in, dug a huge hole and 
the bodies were unceremoniously 
pushed in and buried. 

For this old soldier, a day does not 
go by without the remembrance of 
Vietnam and especially the men who 
served there with me, clearly the 
best men of my generation. 

But I also find myself. Qmetimes 
thinking of those other men, who \ve 
once called the enemy, who were 
buried there in that unmarked mass 
grave. 

I think of the indignity of their 
final resting place and of the spirits 
ofthe men buried there, with no 
monument to mark the sacrifice they 
made while defending their home
land. 

I pray for their souls. And for 
mine. 

U..JU 

To this day, whenever a helicopter 
flies overhead, I look up and I am 
taken back ... 

I would like to believe that while 
Vietnam will always be with me (did 
I say I was so proud to have been a 
soldier there. while I am saddened 
by what we did to the people of that 
country?), I have tried my best to let 
go of the bad stuff 

But every once in a while the war 
comes back, to bite me in the ass. 

Doug Johnson, a buddy I served 
with, has cancer; his illness is linked 
to exposure to Agent Orange. Not too 
long ago, a man whom I knew per
sonally and whom I suspe~ted as a 

. fraud, claimed to be a prisoner of 
war in Vietnam. He has since been 
exposed. 

And then there's myoid pal, 
Richie Lewis. 

Richie, a Marine and a close friend 
in high school, was wounded at Dong 

sometimes writes for Seven Days. 

Ha, not far from where I served most 
of my tour. One day, I got the sur
prise of my life when Richie man
aged to hitch a ride on an Army heli
copter to LZ Sally. That night, we 
both got stinking drunk on 
Vietnamese wine. 

Every year, without fail, Richie 
LeVl1.S calls me on Veterans Day. 

"You ain't gonna believe it, Den." 
he says by telephone from his home 
in Las Vegas a few years back. "They 
put up a Vietnam War monument in 
Matawan. They left your name off" 

I pondered that for a moment, told 
my buddy that I was not the least bit 
surprised and bid him goodbye, wish· 
ing him a happy Veterans Day. 

And you know what? 
It don't mean nothin'. 

Dennis Jensen is the outdoor editor 
of the Sunday Rutland Herald and 
Times Argus. 







Who could see targets from miles offshore? 
From Rutland Herald special section on 4-30-2000 

BySTEVENJ. 
WALLACH 

T his is the 
truth about 
my Vietnam 

experience as well 
as I can remember 
it. 

J say that right off 
because it all hap
pened more than 30 
year!> ago, and besides, no one I know can 
help with (confirm, dispute or clarify) any 
of these recollections, never mind the 
details of actual events. 

They seem so ordinary, so out of tune 
with the passion and action that marked 
those days. I'd have thought that at the 
very least the names of my mates (Navy 
talk) would b etched in memory, and I'm 
sure I assumed at the time that every 
adventure and incident of my Navy 
career would be clear and precise. 

What the hell, {or instance, was the 
name ofihat town in Thailand where we 
lost two days eating? Why were we in 
Thailand anyway? 

But no. Nothing is clear, nothing cer
tain about my naval experience in the 
Vietnam era except my dates of service: 
July 25, 1965, to July 25, 1967; my service 
number, 915-21-60; and my rating at dis
charge, third class gunner'!> mate. The 

Navy is riveted on details like those, and 
so were we, almost to the exc1u!>ion of 
everything truly important. 

I have left now only general impres
sions about what amounts to several 
months spent in the war zone. 

I am embarrassed to admit that I can 
barely remember the names of the men 
and boys who were my roommates 
aboard the USS Taylor, DD 468. We ate 
together, drank gallons of truly filthy 

shipboard coffee together, washed ow' 
white hats together, and slept together in 
proximity that would cause a riot in most 
hard-time correctional institutions. 

The crowding below decks was bear
able only because the Navy is so serious 
about personal hygiene and individual 
neatness. No one had dirty laundry 
spilling out of his meager tin locker, no 
one stank badly enough for long enough 
to cause grumbling among the troops and 
no one had chronically unpolished shoes. 

.Junior and exceptionally unpopular 
members of the crew served as bus boys 
and janitors. They handled the laundry, 
the mess duties and the sweeping. 

Three times a day the boatswain's mate 
would pipe the ancient call to cleanliness. 
First the flhrill whifltle, then the holy 
words themselves: 

(See Offshore, Page 6) 



Offshore 
(Continued from Page 1) 

"Sweepers, sweepers, man your brooms. 
Give the ship a clean sweep down fore and 
aft. Sweep down all lower decks, ladders 
and passageways. Empty all trash over the 
fantail. Now sweepers." 0 one could for
get that piece of military declamation after 
hearing it so many hundreds of times. 

The experience of 
actually going to 

could never see the enemy or wounded per
sons on either side and felt sorry for the 
poor grunts ashore who did and who died 
in awful ways. 

Sailors in other wars or on other ships in 
Vietnam saw what might be described as 
"action" in the military sense. Even mer
chant sailors. But no one I knew on the old 
Taylor considered our participation in the 

conflict as anything 
more than a few extra 

Vietnam, the war zone, 
had a sense of unreality 
confirmed on it by the 
Navy's bureaucratic ref
erence to it as 
"WestPac." We're not 
about to steam into the 
dangerous war the 
world knows as 
Vietnam. Nope, we're 
headed on our WestPac 
cruise: the benign, but 
promisingly whore
filled ports of the 
Western Pacific Ocean, 
where virginal, crew
cut Midwestern boys 
and the occasional 
sharp from 
Binghampton or Ocala 

We'd whack away in 
perfect safety at people 
and things, never fear
ing righteous retribu
tion, because "the 
enemy" had no 
weapons capable of 
reaching us seven or 
eight miles distant as 

dollars on payday. 
Every day in the war' 
zone (I'm not even sure 
they called it anything 
so dramatic) meant 
hazardous duty pay, 
a.o,d I was never too 
proud or too ashamed 
to accept it. 

I am now regretful 
for that, though, as I 
am for having pronged 
bullfrogs as a kid and 
made fun of boys who 
had been kept back a 
grade at school. 

Only this time I 

we were. 

or Enosburg might 
sample the ancient, endless and famously 
inexpensive delights of the Orient. 

Oh, we'd be in the war zone all right. But 
for so many sailors, including most of us on 
those vintage Fletcher-class destroyers, the 
war as war consisted oflying several miles 
off shore and lobbing 56-pound artillery 
shells onto targets too far away to flee. We'd 
whack away in perfect safety at people and 
things, never fearing righteous retribution, 
because "the enemy" had no weapons capa
ble of reaching us seven or eight miles dis
tant as we were. 

Our bombardment was said to be guided 
by a voice named Salty Flakes, who we 
were told was "spotting" our fire from a 
small plane we could never see. We also 

think J might truly 
have victimized some
one. Many persons per
haps. I was in nominal 

charge of a 5-inch gun mount. My basic 
work was to keep it battle ready, my super
visors kept telling me. Hah! On a good day, 
when my shipmates and my gun were 
really in the mood to do a lot of damage, we 
could fire a couple of rounds per minute for 
several minutes at a stretch without any
thing going wrong: jammed loading 
machinery, smushed fingers, burns from 
hot shell casings or really clumsy sailors 
from Alabama. 

These days, in moments of self-delusion 
about who and what i was then, I think the 
chances of having actually hit anything 
with this bunch oflargely decent incompe
tents on the job was remote. I know we 
never wanted to. 

It's easy now to make light of what we-· 
- did. But I did and still do have moments 
of terrible clarity. I remember the first 
time, after having fired hundreds and hun
dreds of rounds from inside the gun hous
ing, hearing the process of bombardment 
from above decks with my buddies doing ., 
the firing. It was surprisingly upsetting. It 
consisted of three parts: the concussion of ' 
the powder igniting and the near-immedi- ' 
ate clang of the ejected powder casing hW 
ting the deck; the surreal swoosh of the liv 
shell racing away across the water toward 
its target (or ISomewhere), and the final " 
faint "poof" of impact. 

How much damage could a barely audi
ble "poof" do? Listening from outside was 
much worse than actually firing the gun 
yourself. 

I took two WestPac cruises. On the sec
ond one, when my hitch was nearing its 
end - getting short, we called it - we heat 
persistent rumors that the fleet had deve}J 
oped a critical shortage of gunners mateS';' 
that the Atlantic Fleet was refusing to len 
the Pacific Fleet any more gunner's mate 
because their return could not be assured; ' 
that the launching of the battleship New 
Jersey had inhaled all the gunner's mates 
in the world. 

The message was unequivocal : No gun
ner's mate who could so much as light a 
match was going to be discharg~d as long 
as a tree or monastery was left standing i 
Southeast Asia. It was distressing to hea~. 
But they thought the better of it and sent 
me home a month early. 

I spent my last several weeks as a fight 
ing sailor polishing linoleum floors in hug 
empty rooms at First Naval District 
Headquarters on Summer Street in Bosto 

At some point, I just stopped going in. I 
figured I had polished all the linoleum th 
Navy had coming. 

No one seemed to notice. 

Steven J. Wallach is a free-lance writer 
Marshfield and the former editor of the 
Sunday Rutland Herald and Times A/'gu 
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Waiting in ambush in 
the jungle of Vietnam 

By VINCE FEENEY 

F Or American GIs there were 
many Vietnams. The one I 
knew existed from March 5, 

1969, to March 5, 1970. I don't know 
what Vietnam was like in the days 
prior to the Tet Offensive in 1968, or 
afLer the South Vietnamese army 
began to replace departing 
American forces in 1970. They were 
different Vietnams. I had no direct 
experience of the fall of South 
Vietnam in 1975: Like other 
Americans I watched on TV (from 
my Bennington apartment) as heli
copters lifted Lhe last Americans 
and a few lucky South Vietnamese 
off a rooftop in Saigon. 

Even during the time I was there, 
I didn't know the whole country, only 
a few bits and pieces of steaming 
jungle in III Corps - a swath ofland 
which ran from the Cambodian bor
der to the South China Sea and 
included Saigon and the huge mili
tary complexes at Bien Hoa and 
Long Binh. Even withiT} III Corps I 
spent most of my time in the area 
northwest of Saigon along the 
Cambodian border. The Mekong 
Delta was a place I only heard about, 
as were the Central Highlands, the 
old Imperial City of Hue, and the 
Demilitarized Zone. What I knew 
were jungles, numerous rubber tree 
plantations, and the occasional dirt 
road cutting through the landscape. 

My view of Vietnam was further 
influenced by my duties there. For 
four months I served as a light 
weapons infantryman - a "grunt" in 
the lingo of the day - with Echo 
Company, 1st Battalion, 7th Cavalry, 
1st Cavalry Division. The 1st Cav 
was the classic Vietnam fighting 
unit, as it was one of the first Army 
units to incorporate helicopters into 
its tactics. Possibly no memory of 
those years for me is as pervasive as 
the constant, thump, thump, thump, 
of the rotating blades of a Huey heli
copter. We called them "slicks" for the 
tubular runners OD which they 
landed. Slicks were everywhere. 
They delivered us into the jungle, 
and they were our link to base camp, 
bringing food, water, mail, and 
ammunition. They also "extracted" us 
from the jungle when our mission 
was over. 

Echo Company's mission, like the 
other [our "line" companies in the 
battalion, was to stop the North 
Vietnamese Army's (NVA) infiltra
tion into South Vietnam from 
Cambodia. We worked this way. 
Helicopters brought Echo Company 
from our ba 'e camp to an open sit 
near a trail suspected of being used 
by the NVA. There we would set up 
an ambush by stringing a series of 
Claymore mines along the trail: 
Claymores were not buried in the 
ground like conventional mines but 
sat on ~hort legs above ground, and, 
when ignited by a hand-held charger, 
thl:lY sprayed dozens of small pellets 
to the front - a virtual wall offlying 
shrapnel. 

If nothing happened that night, 
then the next day we might ''hump'' 
to another site on the trail 1,000 
mE-tel'S away and set up another 
ambush. Generally our days were 
uneventful, as the NVA only moved 
at night. In the relative saiety of day
light, we would sit around and heat 
up C-rations, write letters home and 
generally complain about our situa
tion. One constant activity was 
checking our body for small leeches 
that clung to us in the dampness of 
the jungle, or applying medicine to 
the ra~hes that continually broke out 
on our skin. 

Most nights were also uneventful 
- and most of us liked it that way
but every now and then an NVA unit 
walked into our ambush site. There 
would be a few quick explosions as 
Claymores were detonated, then 
some sharp orders in Vietnamese, 
and then the rustle of bushes as the 
NVA detoured off the trail into the 
deep jungle. With the first light in 
the morning, a squad of our men 
would canvass the area, determine if 
any NVA had been killed, ofton find
ing wounded NVA soldiers who had 
been abandoned during the night. 
The~e our medics would patch up 
and put on the first helicopter back 
to our base camp. 

After four months of setting up 

There would be a few 
quick explosions as 
Claymores detonated, 
then sharp orders in 
Vietnamese, and then 
the rustle of bushes as 
North Vietnamese 
soldiers detoured into 
the deep jungle. 

ambushes day and night, I got lucky. 
Back at battalion headquarters the 
unit supply sergeant had been 
wounded in a mortar attack; they 
needed someone to fill-in quickly. My 
commanding officer recommended 
me for the job, probably because I 
was one of the few college graduates 
in the baLLalion. My education 
finally paid off. 

The remaining eight months of my 
tour I was stationed at our battalion 
headquarters near the town of Quan 
Loi, about 30 miles from the border 
with Cambodia. Quan Loi was an old 
French rubber tree plantation and 
one could still see the remains of 
what must have once b en an opu
lent colonial lifestyle: There was a 
large mansion, which once housed 
the plantation's French owner~, and 
nearby, an Olympic-size swimming 
pool. For miles and miles, all one 
could see were rows upon rows of 
rubber trees. 

At battalion I was in charge of the 
supply section, making sure our men 
had enough clothing, weapons and 
vehicles. Compared to !:ieing in the 
jungle, this was a picnic. I had three 
hot meals a day, slept in a cot, and 
could even take a hot shower with 
watl:lr heated in a 55-gallon drum. 
The only difficult job at Quan Loi 
was doing guard duty on the perime
ter - or green line - at night. Every 
enlisted man on the base, and there 
must have been a few hundred of us, 
drew guard duty about every third 
night. This consisted of staying up 
half the night atop one of the 
bunkers that ringed the base. With 
our night-vision telescopes, we could 
see pretty clearly in the dark, and if 
an attack was suspected a constant 
stream of illuminated mortar rounds 
kept the night sky as bright as day. 

Even though we were periodically 
mortared at Quan Loi and we 
turned back one serious night attack 
by an NVA regiment, once I was sta
tioned there, I was pretty sure I was 
going to make it home safely - a 
feeling I never had while out in the 
jungle. 

uuo 
In March 1970, not only was my 

tour in Vietnam over, but so was my 
two-year Army commitment; when I 
returned to California on March 5, I 
was discharged from the military, a 
civilian once again. But it was an 
odd time for me. One of the strongest 
impressions I have from that time 
waiO of being in a war zone one day, 
and 24 hours later non-chalantly 
walking down San Francisco's 
Market Street and looking at people 
oblivious to what was happening in 
Vietnam. I wanted to shout "Hey, 
don't you know there's a war going 
on, and your sons, husbands and 
neighbors are living and dying in 
Vietnam 7" I couldn't believe life 
could be so normal in the United 
States, and so unreal in Vietnam. 

I felt another odd sensation a few 
weeks later when I returned to 
Vermont and spent some time hiking 
on the Long Trail near Mount 
Mansfield. What felt odd was that I 
was in a forest, which in some way 
resembled the jungle: it was quiet, 
remote, and damp. But I had no M-
16. For the flash of a momenL I felt 
vulnerable, until J quickly realized 
that no one was going to shoot at 
me. Vietnam was thousands of miles 
away and I was home. 

Vince Feeney is a history instructor 
at the University of'Vermont, who 
sometimes writes for Seoen Days. 
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